The study investigated the characteristics of instruction and assessment used by instructors in teacher education courses that foster student competencies as perceived by students. The sampling method used to collect the sample of instructors and their courses was purposive, nonprobability sampling. Student participants included those that were currently registered in classes of the respective instructors. A qualitative analysis of the data collected revealed that instructors used a variety of competency-based educational practices in their instructional and assessment tasks and that students perceived themselves as competent in the areas identified by the Teacher Education Accreditation Council (2009) as standards for student competencies in teacher education courses.
Introduction
As student learning outcomes and competency-based models of instruction and assessment continue to be the focus of discussion in higher education, this study serves as an opportunity to contribute to a base of empirical data that supports the concept of student learning outcomes and competency-based models of instruction and assessment. This article presents the results of an analysis of the methods of assessment and instruction that foster student learning in teacher education courses as well as perceived levels of learning acquired by student participants.
Cultivating a level of competency-based abilities that include strategic and reflective thinking may be one of the most critical aspects of the role of a teacher and one of the greatest strengths we can develop in our students. In recent years discussion in the field of higher education has included some very contentious debates focusing on learning and assessment. During this maelstrom of debate it seems important to pause and consider the purpose of higher education as a means for directing our efforts in a manner that is most productive from a broader perspective. In an editorial of a project entitled the National Forum of College-Level Learning, Miller (2008) refers to the concept of "educational capital" and poses the question, "What do the state's college-educated citizens collectively know and what can they do that furthers the social good?" Pragmatically colleges and universities are charged with the task of preparing students with the knowledge base and practical skills needed for success and productivity in the workplace (Lazerson, Wagener, & Schumanis, 2000) . In this age of information, we need to reform our model of education to better prepare students with the competencies they need for the global world of the twenty-first century (Jerald, 2009 ).
Literature Review
While efforts to reform teaching and learning practices in higher education have been a focus for many American college and university campuses at least as far back the 1980's (Lazerson, Wagener, & Schumanis, 2000) , reform efforts at the elementary and secondary level can easily be traced back as far as the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965. This federal statute, The Elementary and Secondary Education Act was passed to fund primary and secondary education in the United States, emphasizing educational equality and establishing standards and accountability. The ESEA has been reauthorized many times, most notably in the form of the No Child Left Behind Act (2001) and most recently as A Blueprint for Reform (2010) , making it the most far-reaching federal legislation affecting education ever passed. However, as a result of the focus on accountability and assessment, this created a culture of accountability systems that still exists today. With this increase in federal funding for public school education, there was a focus on monitoring student achievement to ensure effectiveness. While the federal government initiated the National Assessment of Educational Progress in 1969, to monitor student achievement in basic skills at the elementary and secondary level, there were low demands for assessment to demonstrate competency in students. Broad-based political support for testing as a measure of accountability has become the dominant mode of school reform in the United States (Feuerstein, 2011) . This phenomenon partly served as a catalyst for the establishment of national standards and assessments proposed in the 1990s. Additionally, the release of the two federal reports, A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Education Excellence, 1983) and Becoming a Nation of Readers (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985) cautions readers of the "rising tide of mediocrity" and low standards for performance in schools in the United States. This also served as cause for federal support for standards and assessment to increase competency and achievement in student performance.
These initiatives also had a strong impact on assessment and accountability at the post secondary level. US Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings' (2006) Commission on the Future of Higher Education centered on reform in higher education and federal accreditation as a means for monitoring, assessing and raising the standards for performance and quality of education in post secondary institutions, while Shavelson (2007) warned against narrow measures of student learning becoming a common presence in higher education. Despite their ease and inexpensive nature, Shavelson (2007) argues that these methods of assessment do not measure crucial skills such as reasoning involved in personal relations, moral challenges and civic engagement. Not including such measures could create a lack of value for their presence in the higher education curriculum (Shavelson, 2007) .
Teacher education programs were not immune to these influences, and as a result of the concerns that arose, raising the quality of teacher education programs became a focus of reform. There is much research that supports the diminishing quality of teacher education programs that resulted from this phenomenon. Mehta (2008) , Assistant Professor at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, argued that this new paradigm in education de-emphasized a more humanistic approach to instruction and instead placed an emphasis on goals of efficiency, which still prevails today and has a detrimental impact on educational reform. Consequently, Dorn (2007) argues that our current approach to education includes a rigid system of accountability, creating a focus on testing, which dehumanizes education and inhibits teachers from engaging students in authentic learning experiences that foster optimal learning. None-the-less, lesser-known efforts to raise the quality of education also existed despite the strong emphasis on assessment and accountability. As the Higher Education Reauthorization Act (1986) called for institutions of higher education to begin implementing accountability plans, researchers began to focus on how to increase the quality of student learning in the face of the era of reform that so strongly emphasized a culture of assessment. A study researching undergraduate education in higher education, (Wingspread Group in Higher Education, 1993) identified what they referred to as a dangerous mismatch between what undergraduates needed and what they were getting. It called for three fundamental issues: taking values seriously, putting student learning first, and creating a nation of learners (1993, p. 7) . Groups such as the National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) developed standards for teacher education programs, and according to Fraser (2005) groups such as NCATE focused the direction of teacher education reform toward not only a standards-based approach, but also a competency-based approach, on what a prospective teacher demonstrates and is able to do in the classroom.
The Middle States Commission on Higher Education (MSCHE), an agency responsible for accrediting institutions, issued updated standards that included further concentration on assessment of student learning (2005) . The commission outlined a four-step teaching-learning-assessment cycle that included 1) developing clearly articulated learning outcomes, 2) providing purposeful opportunities for students to achieve those learning outcomes, 3) assessing those learning outcomes and 4) using the results of those assessments to drive instruction and resource allocation (MSCHE, 2005) .
During the same year the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) called for members to apply for the CHEA Award for Institutional Progress in Student Learning Outcomes (Eaton, 2008) . The criteria for this award considered by the CHEA to be the essential features of exemplary programs including exemplary practices in addressing student learning outcomes (Eaton, 2008) . The CHEA emphasized the use of direct evidence of student achievement to judge performance. Judith Eaton, president of the CHEA, identified the characteristics of the instructional approach used by Indiana University-Perdue University Indianapolis, one of the CHEA Award recipients. This included:
"a high level of student performance in core communication and quantitative skills; critical thinking the integration and application of knowledge; intellectual depth, breadth and adaptiveness; understanding society and culture; and values and ethics" (Eaton, 2008: p. 23 ).
Her description of the characteristics at Mesa Community College, another of the CHEA Award recipients, included learning outcomes in nine areas: "arts and humanities, cultural diversity, information literacy, numeracy, oral communication, problem solving/critical thinking, scientific inquiry, written communication, and workplace skills. A key feature of these outcomes is the extent to which they encompass both general intellectual and workplace skills" (Eaton, 2008: p. 24 ).
These efforts toward a competency-based approach were evidence of a change in the way we approach learning and assessment in the classroom, one that can be thought of as a "New Paradigm" (Barr & Tagg, 1995) . Barr and Tagg describe a model of education that is focused on the learner rather than the instructor. A more contemporary model of education engages students in an active role in the learning process that includes demonstrating the knowledge they are acquiring through meaningful tasks for learning and assessment. Additionally, Wolf (2012) confirms the importance of a learner-centered approach in her report for the Alliance for Excellent Education when she refers to what can be thought of as a need for a "culture shift" in education. She identified the needs of future teachers as those that will enable students to meet the demands of a global economy. Students must be able to think critically, communicate effectively, collaborate with others and analyze information effectively. A new culture in education requires relevant learning opportunities that engage students and foster independence and readiness for the workplace. Rather than a culture that focuses on assessment for accountability, we need to focus on fostering competent students by emphasizing a learner-centered environment.
The importance of this issue is recognized not only in the educational arena, but in the political arena as well. President Barrack Obama's Blueprint for Educational Reform (US Department of Education, 2010), identifies the need for a "world-class" model of education as a moral imperative for all students to ensure the American promise of equal opportunity. An important feature of this blueprint includes the importance of effective teacher preparation programs that promote competent teachers. This includes the need for competent teachers with the skills and abilities required to meet the demands of the classroom and successfully create a rigorous environment that fosters learning for all students.
Support for a competency-based approach to education is widely promoted by recognized authors and experts in world class models of education. Vivien Stewart, a well-known expert, author and speaker in international models of education argues that the quality of our schools rest upon the quality of its teachers. Stewart reports that 21 st century teachers need to possess 21 st century literacies in order to create the learning environments that will enable their students to develop such skills (Stewart, 2012) . She identified the importance of a competency-based approach that focuses on the quality of educational outcomes as well as content and skills that adequately prepare students for a rapidly changing global environment as an essential component of developing a world class model of education. Stewart describes world-class models of education as those that hold teacher preparation programs accountable for initial teacher competencies.
Linda Darling-Hammond, Professor of Education at Stanford University and founder of the School Redesign Network in her research on school restructuring and teacher quality, identified the importance of preparing and developing teachers as an important feature of what are thought of as world-class models of education in countries such as Finland, Ontario, and Singapore (Darling-Hammond & Rothman, 2011) . She reports that important lessons can be learned from countries such as these, whose educational models result in part from their success with developing competent teachers. Additionally, she explains that efforts to improve teacher effectiveness lead to higher and more equitable student achievement. This is evidence once again of the need for developing competent teachers as an important focus of educational reform in the United States.
This focus on a new model of education is characterized by United States Secretary of Education, Duncan (2011) in the following manner, "We need to radically change society's views of teaching from the factory model of yesterday to the professional model of tomorrow, where teachers are revered as the thinkers, leaders and nation-builders they truly are" (2012).
Reforming our teacher education programs requires a focus on a competency-based approach that integrates high standards for performance-based learning designed to foster competent teachers, prepared for the 21 st century.
Responding to the need to raise the bar in terms of quality teacher education programs, accreditation agencies such as TEAC and NCATE offer public assurance through the goals and standards they create and urge teacher education programs to adhere to. TEAC specifically identifies the importance of competent, caring and qualified professional educators. NCATE seeks to develop and maintain high standards to prepare teachers for practice. In 2010 when these agencies joined forces and became The Council for Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP) 2010, they identified future goals and a mission that included not only raising the performance of practitioners in the nation's P-12 schools, but also raising standards for the evidence, which supports claims of quality. In so doing, CAEP leaders believe they will raise the stature of the entire profession.
Statement of the Problem
It seems clear from the discussion in the field of higher education that shifting our current model of education to one that includes high standards and a learner-centered, competency-based approach to education is an important focus for reform. Better models of teacher education will no doubt play an important part in educational reform and we need to consider the models that will focus on the learner, develop competencies and maintain high standards. Striking the right balance to reform in higher education requires an emphasis on maintaining high standards, yet at the same time ensuring high quality learning experiences that produce individuals with the skills and readiness needed for the workplace as well as the twenty-first century world. Voorhees (2001) proposes a model for setting institutional standards that includes making connections between student learning outcomes and accreditation. He reports that, "despite the advances and general interest in outcomes throughout higher education over the past decade, state indicator systems have only been able to approximate learning outcomes" (p. 6).
There is considerable evidence for the value of an approach that develops the skills and abilities needed for success in the real world and for that reason it is important for us to consider what a competency-based model might include. Voorhees (2001) proposes the measurement of learning outcomes in the form of student compe-tencies which is defined by the US Department of Education (2001) as the "combination of skills, abilities and knowledge needed to perform a specific task" (p. 1). These tasks require students to demonstrate the skills and abilities necessary to perform in the real world setting for which they would be applicable (Voorhees, 2001) . A competency-based learning approach includes the use of student learning outcomes, objectives, skills and competencies (Voorhees, 2001) . Mansilla (2005) proposes a "focus on broad cognitive abilities embedded in meaningful, holistic complex tasks and its focus on information technologies" as a method for learning assessment (p. 16). Defining student achievement and learning outcomes from a competency-based perspective as identified by Upcraft (1999) includes 1) complex cognitive skills, also known as critical thinking ability, 2) knowledge acquisition, known as subject matter mastery, 3) intrapersonal development such as values and self-esteem, 4) interpersonal skills to include appreciating human differences, 5) practical competence including career preparation skills, 6) civic responsibility to include a commitment to democratic ideas, 7) academic achievement and 8) persistence. Similarly, Alverno College, a well-known leader in the field of assessment in higher education, implements a competency-based approach to education that includes eight competencies students must acquire and demonstrate to graduate. These include 1) communication, 2) analysis, 3) problem solving, 4) valuing in decision-making, 5) social interaction, 6) global perspectives, 7) effective citizenship, and 8) aesthetic responsiveness. Careful consideration of these competency-based models of learning and assessment might lead to an analysis the aspects of student learning outcomes and the characteristics of assessment tasks that foster competency-based abilities in students.
Methodology
The purpose of this study was to identify the educational standards and features of a competency-based approach present in the educational practices of instructors as well as the learning outcomes that students believed they acquired at the end of the course. The educational standards were identified by the Teacher Education Accreditation Council (TEAC), which was the accrediting body at the time this study was conducted. (TEAC has since merged with the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education, to form the current accrediting body, the Council for Accreditation of Educator Preparation).
Research Design
The design of this research study is a mixed-method approach within the natural setting of a university's Teacher Preparation Program. It included a content analysis of instructor syllabi for the purpose of identifying the presence of educational practices designed to meet Quality Principle I: Evidence of student learning as defined by TEAC (2009). The perspectives of students were collected via a survey questionnaire at the conclusion of the each respective course. The level of acquired learning outcomes as identified by students resulting from course learning and assessment tasks was identified.
Sampling
The setting of this study occurred within a college level teacher education program on one of its three campuses. The sampling method used to collect the sample of instructors and their courses was purposive, non-probability sampling. The criteria for selecting courses for this study includes those that demonstrated the standards for teacher education as determined by Teacher Education Accreditation Council (2009) within the TEAC accredited teacher education program. The teacher preparation program in this study is TEAC accredited and includes three courses that demonstrate TEAC's criteria for evidence of student learning and two sections of each of these courses are offered for a total of six classes that were part of this study. Consequently instructors participating in the study included those six on staff in the teacher preparation program that were teaching one of the six aforementioned classes in the spring of 2010. The rationale for selecting these classes for the study was because they were those that included the integration of educational standards for accreditation by the Teacher Education Accreditation Council (2009). Student participants included those that were currently registered in classes of the respective instructors.
Procedures
After an initial content analysis of instructor syllabi for the purpose of identifying the presence of instructional practices designed to meet Quality Principle I: Evidence of student learning as defined by TEAC (2009), an in-terview of each instructor was conducted to further investigate the nature of the learning and assessment tasks utilized in each course.
The goal of the interview was to reveal the educational practices of instructors which were reflected on his or her respective syllabus. Instructors were asked a series of questions to ascertain the nature of the educational practices included in their respective courses and the extent to which they addressed the competency-based standards as identified by TEAC (2009). Instructors were asked to explain the task students were required to perform and the questions on the interview instrument were presented in order to identify features of a competency-based approach as revealed from the review of literature. These practices included features such as authenticity, constructivism, higher-order thinking skills, socio-cultural learning, skill integration and a civic-minded focus. The interviews assisted the researcher with gaining a deeper understanding of the competency-based features revealed from the review of literature and the TEAC standards that were present in the instructors' educational practices. A qualitative analysis of the data collected during the interviews assisted with investigating the phenomena surrounding instructors' educational practices and student perceptions with regard to their learning.
As part of the interviews and content analysis the researcher focused on the concept of constructivism. Within the concept of constructivism, students are required to partake in creating a product that demonstrates the knowledge they have acquired as a result of their investigative exploration of topics of interest to them (Dever & Hobbs, 2000) . Identifying the extent to which the educational practices build upon the concept of constructivism assisted the researcher in investigating the TEAC's (2009) standard 1.2, pedagogical knowledge, which requires program candidates to convert their knowledge of subject matter into compelling lessons. The researcher questioned instructors' extent to which the educational tasks were constructive in nature and integrated the use of strategies and skills required to assist students in fostering understanding.
The researcher then questioned instructors as to the extent that their educational tasks had meaning beyond the school setting and connected to the larger social context within which students live. The purpose of this question was to ascertain the presence of TEAC's standard 1.4.1 learning how to learn, which requires students to "demonstrate that they have learned how to learn information on their own, that they can transfer what they have learned to new situations, and that they have acquired the dispositions and skills of critical reflection that will support life-long learning in their field". This reflects Dewey's (1938) view of "educative experiences", those that include constructive tasks that afford learners the opportunity to apply their knowledge and skills in an authentic situation. In the review of literature this concept was connected to the concept of higher-order thinking skills which became the next focus of the instructor interview.
Instructors were questioned as to the extent that students were required to utilize higher order thinking skills to manipulate information via synthesis, application, analysis and evaluation. Kulieke et al. (1990) identify a new vision of learning as performance-based in which students are asked to perform, create, produce or do something that requires them to use higher-level, problem-solving skills imitating the manner of thinking required when completing real world tasks. This concept relates to the need for students to acquire the skills of critical reflection in TEAC's standard 1.4.1 learning how to learn in which students need to "demonstrate that they have learned how to learn information on their own, that they can transfer what they have learned to new situations, and that they have acquired the dispositions and skills of critical reflection that will support life-long learning in their field".
Socio-cultural learning became the next focus during the interviews and content analysis. Instructors were asked to identify the extent to which students in their classes were required to mediate the knowledge acquired with social interaction and the use of language (Vygotsky, 1978) . This feature is identified by Newmann and Wehlage as substantive conversation and requires students to engage in verbal discourse surrounding the subject discipline as a means of fostering deeper understanding via shared perspectives (1993). TEAC's standard 1.4.2 multicultural perspectives and accuracy relates to this concept. According to TEAC, "Candidates must demonstrate that they have learned accurate and sound information on matters of race, gender, individual differences and ethnic and cultural perspectives". Newmann and Wehlage offer an example identified in the review of literature that involves more than just memorizing the concepts surrounding a political election, but instead understanding more complex aspects of election issues. Real-world connections refer to the extent to which the learning has meaning beyond the classroom, when the learning has a connection to the large social context within which students live (Newmann & Wehlage, 1993) . A school election provides a real-world connection and meaningful context for the learning to occur. Social support for learning is defined as an atmosphere that has high expectations for student learning, one that promotes risk taking in the learner (Newmann & Wehlage, 1993) . This can be exemplified through a political debate whereby students are encouraged to share and defend perspectives. Newmann and Wehlage (1993) emphasize the fact that each of these standards of authentic instruction plays a critical role in developing an appreciation for learning and ensuring the transfer of learning.
Skill integration was the next focus of the instructor interviews. Dewey (1915) identifies this concept as the integration of strategies to assist students with developing the ability to apply skills and strategies required to explore resources across the curriculum. Instructors were asked to consider the extent to which students are required to integrate the skills and knowledge they acquire. This concept of skill integration is reflected in TEAC's standard 1.4.3 technology which requires student to use appropriate technology in carrying out their professional responsibilities.
Finally the researcher sought to elicit from instructors an understanding of the extent to which their educational practices fostered a level of civic-mindedness in students. Newmann and Wehlage (1993) identified this as those tasks that had a connection to the large social context within which students live. This concept relates to TEAC's standard 1.3 caring and effective teaching skill, which requires students to be able to teach effectively in a caring way and to act as knowledgeable professionals.
Using the Future Teacher Competency Self-Assessment (Appendix) students were surveyed at the conclusion of each respective course to determine the levels of competency they believed they possessed as a result of their learning experiences in each course. The survey included statements based on the components of Quality Principle I: Evidence of student learning as defined by TEAC (2009) . This includes component (1.1) of Quality Principle I, subject matter knowledge, which requires program to demonstrate student acquisition of understanding of subject matter knowledge deemed essential by the institution. Secondly, students must demonstrate, component (1.2) of Quality Principle I, the ability to convert their knowledge of subject matter into compelling lessons and thirdly, students are expected to act on their knowledge in a caring and professional manner, component (1.3) of Quality Principle I. Additionally, TEAC (2009) identifies what is referred to as cross-cutting themes as essential parts of each component of Quality Principle I. These include the integration of skills and content of a liberal arts education including: technology, learning to learn, and multicultural perspectives.
In response to each statement they were asked to rate their level of learning based on a Likert scale. The Likert scale included a four point scale, four indicating the strong agreement with the statement and one indicating strong disagreement with the statement. Means were calculated for each statement and the means of student responses for each of the twelve indicators ranked from highest to lowest relating to student perceived level of learning for each indicator. This analysis included comparing the themes that emerged relating to authentic, competency-based educational practices as a result of the content analysis of syllabi and instructor interviews to the scores on the Future Teacher Competency Self-Assessment (Appendix) for each of the courses in the study. Patterns were noted to determine which of the emerging themes fostered greater preparedness as perceived and identified by students using the Future Teacher Competency Self-Assessment (Appendix).
Results
The data collected in this study revealed that features of competency-based educational practices are present in each of the courses investigated in this study. The instructors teaching the courses in this university's teacher preparation program investigated in this study were found to be using five or six of the TEAC standards and features of competency-based educational practices described in the review of literature. While each class possessed at least five features of competency-based education, these features were not all the same for each class. Because instructors identified five and six features as those that they believed were accomplished by the educational tasks included in their respective classes, it was determined that each of the classes included a focused on fostering student competencies. This is illustrated in Table 1 .
Three areas of competency-based features were found to be present in all six classes investigated as part of this study. As a result of the coded interview data, higher order thinking skills, socio-cultural learning and civicmindedness were identified in the coded interview data. Instructor interviews indicated that these three areas contributed to the competency-based educational practices used in the design and delivery of the learning and assessment tasks in their respective classes.
With regard to learning outcomes perceived by students, responses to student surveys indicated that as a result of the course work completed, students either agreed or strongly agreed that they possess each of the competencies identified on the Future Teacher Competency Self-Assessment student survey in Appendix. It is therefore determined that the practices used by instructors in each of these courses fostered competence in students as The mean of student responses for each indicator in each class was then calculated and the means were then ranked from highest to lowest for each class. The area of highest competency as perceived by students in each class was then determined by the researcher as that which had the highest mean in each class. The area of lowest competency as perceived by students in each class was determined by the researcher as that which had the lowest mean in each class. The competencies most frequently rated highest by students were found to be either in the area of metacognitive knowledge or caring and efficient teaching skill. The class mean for metacognitive knowledge held the highest ranking by students in four of the six classes and the class mean for caring and effective teaching skill was ranked either first or second by students in all six classes. The means collected from the survey data also revealed that students ranked subject matter knowledge last in all six classes in the study while the means for technology held either the second or third to last position in terms of students perceiving themselves competent in this area. This is illustrated in Table 2 .
A final point that was identified as a result of the analysis of data relates to a variety of different features of competency-based educational practices used by instructors. Because instructors identified five and six features as those that they believed were accomplished by the educational tasks included in their respective classes, it was determined that each of the classes included a focus on fostering competencies in students. Each instructor used multiple competency-based educational practices and collectively instructors used a broader scope of competency-based educational practices. This data was revealed as part of the analysis of the content of instructor syllabi as well as during the instructor interviews.
Discussion
Voorhees (2001) presents a conceptual model which reflects a framework for performance-based learning and assessment designed to develop competency-based abilities in students. The traits and characteristics form the foundation for learning that students acquire upon which further learning is built. In this study, the skills, abilities and knowledge developed through the learning and assessment tasks in each course created a foundation upon which student competencies were fostered. Instructors used a competency-based approach built on TEAC standards. The educational practices used by instructors and the competencies fostered by those practices were identified by students as those they believed they possessed and ultimately prepared them for their professional community of teaching. Voorhees (2001) emphasized the value of the learning and assessment tasks having a purpose in the context of the professional community for which the student is preparing. Competencies are then "the result of the integrative learning experiences in which skills, abilities and knowledge interact to form learning" (p. 9) intended to have meaning within the authentic context in which it is intended to be utilized. The learning tasks identified by the instructors in this study exemplify this type of task that Voorhees describes. The conclusion can therefore be drawn that the teacher preparation program investigated in this research study utilizes a competency-based approach and that this approach fosters perceived competencies in students. Voorhees (2001) argues that there needs to be a focus on student learning outcomes and faculty need to know what they are trying to achieve in order to know if they have achieved it. The appropriate measures need to be utilized to achieve the learning. The instructors in this study clearly identified the features of a competencybased approach integrated in the learning and assessment tasks in the courses investigated and took appropriate measures to accomplish the learning. Through the implementation of the tasks students were able to successfully develop these competencies as identified by the data collected in the student surveys. Once again, because each of the courses was found to include many features of a competency-based approach to education, and because students either agreed or strongly agreed to perceived competence the researcher concluded that instructor practices included a competency-based approach and those practices fostered a perception of competency among students who enrolled in the instructors' classes. The courses in this investigation demonstrated Voorhees' model, which includes an emphasis on competencies being linked and embedded within courses across disciplines (Voorhees, 2001 ). This offers the opportunity for them to be reinforced in course syllabi and translated into individual course assignments.
Continuing to recognize instructional models in higher education and the potential they have for fostering student competencies will provide great support for the momentum of this movement. Hakel (1997) reports that a competency-based education approach requires an insightful educator with a commitment to ensuring the highest quality of education to students as well as an understanding that can only be fully comprehended by the experts in their respective disciplines (Mentkowski, 2000) . To support this approach to competency-based learning and assessment faculty develop performance tasks that require students to demonstrate proficiency in their respective disciplines (Scherer, 1995) . The model investigated as part of this study serves as an example of the role of insightful educators that support a competency-based model demonstrated by the learning and assessment tasks revealed as those that fostered student competencies in this investigation.
Recommendations
Further research and discussion surrounding competency-based educational practices has the potential to contribute to the current pool of research and data on this topic. Alverno College has developed what researchers refer to as a "Talent Driven Approach" designed to produce competent learners, skilled, strategic and ready for the workplace. The research of Mentkowski (2000) and her colleagues at Alverno College centers around an approach that integrates performance based learning at the post secondary level. As this model of learning and assessment continues to gain momentum more research needs to be conducted in support of this approach to learning and assessment in higher education. Doing so will assist researchers and practitioners with gaining better insight and pedagogy surrounding this valuable topic. As more models of competency-based approaches are identified they will serve as examples for other institutions. These models can then be utilized to assist other institutions with developing a model based on this competency-based approach to learning and assessment. A goal for this program and others will need to be devising meaningful learning and assessment tasks that require students to draw upon their subject matter knowledge and demonstrate the abilities they possess as a means of increasing their levels of competency in this area. Additionally, making technology a focus for integrating authentic tasks that rely on the use of technology will be an important consideration for this teacher education program as well as others as we prepare future teachers in the twenty-first century. Addressing these goals will enhance student understandings in these areas and support their ability to perceive themselves as more competent in these areas, an important consideration for a competency-based approach in higher education.
Summary and Conclusions
The research on the topic of assessment and reform in higher education seems to suggest that improving the quality of education in higher education can be accomplished by developing a competency-based educational model that includes performance-based education with authentic, integrated instruction measured by student learning outcomes.
Research proven best practices such as authentic instructional practices, integrated instruction and performance-based assessment have been the topic of conversation in educational journals and have been proven to enhance the quality education in adult learners (Purcell-Gates, Degener, Jacobson, & Soler, 2002) . This approach is exemplified in research proven models (Hakel, 2007) of competency-based approaches and they illustrate the manner in which educators need to acquire the strategies to successfully acquire and implement this approach to instruction and assessment. This research study offers the opportunity to consider the importance of a competency-based approach to education and serves a resource as teacher education instructors seek to implement more competency-based practices in the instructional practices.
